moment that he balanced there, the%urth of his guns went off, and
drew a derisive cheer from the approaching Moslem galleys. Then,
naked save for a pair of drawers, he dived into the eddying wake.
When he rose to the surface, the galleon was already fifty yards
away from him, but was still interposed as a screen between himself
and the Corsairs. He set out to swim towards the sloop, which
remained more or less at the spot where she had been cut adrift.
A moment or two later the galleys close^J about the Imaculada, and
hurled their grapnels, so as to clutch her bulwarks, her bowsprit, and
her fore and after chains, just as Prospero had reckoned that they
would. With oars lashed astern, like folded wings,, they hauled
themselves close, knowing that once alongside, the galleon's guns
couJd not be depressed to a level at which they could be brought to
bear upon them. Hanging on to the flanks of the great ship, they
retarded, but did not arrest, her stately progress. Grappling her,
they were towed slowly along. Three of the Corsairs had tackled her
to starboard and three to larboard, whilst a seventh galley passed
under her counter, and attached itself by a grapnel to the coach. The
remaining four had slackened "speed, and hung a little in the rear,
forming a reserve, to close in when the crews of the leaders should
have boarded.
If the majority of the Corsairs crouched behind their pavisadles
waiting for the first arquebusades from the galleon to be spent, others
had swarmed the ratlines to the cross-trees, whence they could com-
mand the Imaculadds decks, and sweep them with the bolts of their
arbalests or the shafts of their steel Turkish bows. It was these who,
^perceiving in amazement the emptiness of those decks, were first
aroused to a vague sense of peril. Scarcely, however, had they begun
excitedly to clamour the news to those below, when all sound was lost
in a roar that was like the volley of a hundred guns. Hie sides of the
great galleon were thrust out and her decks rose up, borne, as it
seemed, on walls of fire; and in a devastating explosion the Imaculada
disintegrated into far-scorching flame.
The sea in convulsion as of an earthquake in its depths, heaved
itself up in curling walls of water that ran like tidal waves in that
narrow place, and battered one against the other the galleys of the main
body of the fleet, off Mahon.
Prospero, at a distance of some two hundred yards from the
explosion, was lifted high on a mountain of water, and then sucked
under by the swirl of it, whilst a hundred yards farther out the sloop
that waited for him, within an ace of being capsized, was left half-
swamped in the trough of that terrific wave.
When Prospero re-emerged it was into a shower of fiery wreckage
that fell hissing about him.
Where the galleon had been there was now a fiercely eddying,
smoking whirlpool in which timbers, masts, oars and spars were
wildly tossed. The galleon, herself, had gone, and with her had gone
the seven galleys that had grappled her, whelmed in flame, and crushed
by the toppling ruin of her. Of the four that near at hand had formed
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